CONSTITUTIONAL   ENTENTE     '
the all-important thing was to preserve the continuity
of the English tradition, the pause of a few decades to
consolidate an advance already made, and to prepare
for the next, would seem to have been no less than neces-
sary. The trusteeship of civilization was not unworthily
committed to that section of the community which
was alone capable of taking it over, and which, in spite
of all its shortcomings, approved itself by the very fact
that none even of its promoters ever dreamed of regarding
the Reform Bill settlement as final. The only serious
question was how soon, and to what extent, it would
be safe to consider the people lawfully of age to assume
responsibility for the management of its own affairs.
For a temporary solution, this one of a middle class
sovereignty was plainly dictated by circumstances.
Where else was the capacity of leadership, in a time of
headlong transition, to be found ? No longer in a gentry,
fast degenerating towards the cultivated mindlessness of
100 per cent sportsmanship ; not yet in a populace
with hardly a thought to spare from the daily business
of keeping soul and body together. It would be hardly too
gross an exaggeration to talk of the brains and driving
power of early Victorian civilization as the property of its
bourgeoisie.
Naturally such a term as middle class does not admit
of rigid definition, least of all in England, where, in the
strict sense, there are no classes at all. But everybody
knows enough for practical purposes what that class, or
group of classes, consists of, which comprehends at one
end of the scale, wealthy capitalists like the Ruskins,
Gladstones, and Brownings, and at the other those who,
like the elder Dickens, just manage to scrape along the
edge of respectability. Dickens himself has given us its
anatomy and portrait gallery, from Pickwick and Podsnap
at the one, to Cratchit and Swiveller at the other extreme.
That the dominant motive of the early Victorian age
should resemble that of a Dickens novel is no isolated or
accidental phenomenon. Balzac, in his gigantic Human
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